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Abstract
This paper considers how specialist forms of consultants classify and organise new
and emerging technology markets. It demonstrates how industry analysts and IT
research firms have taken centre stage in the IT procurement market where they draw
up signposts about the state of the industry and its future development – what we are
describing as a ‘technological field’. Through discussing the emergence of a new
technology - what has now become widely known as Customer Relationship
Management solutions - we show how these experts define the boundaries of a
technological field. This article points to the process of categorisation applied to
emerging artefacts and the different terminologies that exist between these broadly
similar artefacts. What is at stake in these classifications and reclassifications? The
classification of a technology is far from trivial. It proposes boundaries that link a
class of often quite various artefacts whilst differentiating them from others. These
categories do not simply allow industry analysts to order (and represent) the
market/technology but also shape it. Analysts view and constitute markets through its
various classifications. We show how this has both positive and negative
consequences for technology adopters and software vendors alike. The material for
this paper was gathered during an ethnographic study of a local authority and its
attempts to procure a new packaged software solution.
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Introduction
It is widely acknowledged that organisations today find it difficult to critically assess
and evaluate large information technology (IT) solutions prior to purchase (Pollock &
Williams 2007). Their substantial and often business-critical decisions about what
may be major strategic investments (costing several millions of pounds) are carried
out infrequently and businesses often lack the expertise and experience needed for
effective decision-making. One of the difficulties adopters face is that they are
assessing not just technical properties but also intangible issues regarding the future
performance of a technology vendor (will it survive?), its behaviour (will it continue
to invest in the particular market in coming years?), the difference between
technologies, and so on (Callon et al. 2002). The latter aspect is particularly complex
when the solutions in question are new and emerging. Assessing these kinds of
uncertainties is proving increasingly difficult and provokes confusion amongst
adopters about how to proceed (Tingling & Parent 2004). Whereas in the past
‘personal’ or ‘professional’ networks would have offered advice, these informal
avenues for knowledge no longer seem to match up to the challenge of appraising
today’s technologies in terms of the growing range, escalating complexity and rapid
evolution of available products (Fincham et al. 1994, Swan & Newell 1995, Glückler
& Armbruster 2003).
At the same time, however, the institutional frameworks for promoting and assessing
complex IT solutions are becoming better established as can be seen by analysing the
changes in the processes of assessment of technologies in the course of procurement.
In the 1980s, for instance, consultancy organisations were beginning to collate
information about supplier offerings and the new kinds of IT available, followed in
the 1990s by the growth in popularity of specialist industry analysts and IT research
firms (the Gartner Group, Forrester Research, the Meta Group, the Giga Group,
International Data Corporation and so on). In this article we pay attention to the ways
in which overall conceptions of product markets for packaged software are being
shaped by the aggregate activities of suppliers and their customers and in particular
also by influential external commentators: consultants, policymakers, academics and
industry analysts. We draw attention to the role of this latter group of intermediaries,
particularly the ‘Gartner Group’ who over time have developed a sophisticated
equipment able to draw up signposts about the state of the industry and current and
2
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future developments. We analyse the ideas and visions produced by industry analysts
as their attempt to constitute new ‘technological fields’. Through discussing the
constitution of one particular technological field, what has become known as
‘Customer Relationship Management’ (CRM) solutions, we show how these concepts
and broader visions provide crucial resources within which vendors and management
and technology consultants can articulate their offerings. In particular, we focus on
how industry analysts ‘classify’ a market/technology. What is at stake in these
classifications and reclassifications? The classification of a technology/market is far
from trivial. These categories not only allow industry analysts to order (and represent)
the technological field but also shape it. Analysts view and constitute
technologies/markets through their various classifications. We show how this has both
positive and negative consequences for technology adopters and software vendors
alike.

How Industry Analysts Define Markets
Today, specialist industry analyst organisations have taken centre stage in the IT
procurement market (Burks 2006). We see the growth of these latter organisations as
a response to the deep uncertainties surrounding the procurement of organisational IT
but also as an opportunity created by these experts to enhance their own expansion
(Wright 2002). Thus, industry analysts fulfil a crucial role in shaping expectations
about the development of technological fields and constituting markets for constantly
changing supplier offerings (Firth & Swanson 2005, Wang & Swanson 2007). In
many cases, it is they who hold the ropes and set the rules of the game. This includes
drawing up signposts about the state of the industry and its future development as well
as defining the boundaries of technological fields.
Gartner, for instance, the group of industry analysts discussed here, have built much
of their early credibility on being amongst the first to categorise Enterprise Resource
Planning (ERP) systems (Pollock & Williams 2009). It was they who initially coined
the phrase ‘Enterprise Resource Planning’ back in the 1990s to describe a new
technological field and the next big step from ‘Manufacturing Resource Planning’
(MRP) solutions, the systems out of which ERP grew. They then went onto map out
visions of how this and related segments of the software market should develop – a
form of work that has had considerable influence in shaping that particular technology
(Pollock & Williams 2009). This was followed more recently by announcements that
3
Sprouts - http://sprouts.aisnet.org/9-10

ERP was changing shape to the extent that it should be relabelled ERP II and more
recently they predicted the ‘death of ERP’.
Gartner’s efforts become the focus of attention of vendors and adopters alike. They
are primus ceterus paribus amongst the industry analysts in the ERP and related
domains, and have been particularly influential in mobilising belief and expectations
amongst both supplier and user communities. Its assessments (notably in its Magic
Quadrant – see Pollock & Williams in press) help user organisations to make
comparisons between the proliferation of supplier offerings and also helped vendors
assess their own position within the sector. In the case of ERP, Gartner went beyond
this, initially coining the term ERP and mapping out visions of how this and related
segments of the software market would develop.
However, Gartner’s assessments are also an interesting space. As we will see they
play a crucial role in defining the boundaries of technology and the criteria by which
particular vendors and their offerings may be judged. Importantly, over the years, the
institutional and organisational frameworks conducting such work have been
established. This is evidenced in their documentation, for instance, which is widely
circulated amongst the IT sector. In Modern Technology Markets Defined it is
described in detail just how Gartner view the emergence of new products and
markets:
A viable product or service offering often emerges as a result of technical evolution
or innovation (i.e., discontinuity) that may have been designed to meet a specific
buyer requirement… (Burton 1999, 2).

This is in contrast to how (some) vendors seemingly view the emergence of a new
market:
A common misunderstanding by vendors is that they can define a market, when they
often create only an enthusiasm for new users…Also, vendors often believe a new
packaging strategy will create a new market… (Burton 1999, 2)

However, it is also important, while addressing their influence, to attend to the limits
on how industry analysts proceed. Thus, we find that they are not able to impose their
views. Their ability to play their role (and sell their services) depends on their being
seen to operate in a close relation to practice reflected in the strenuous attention they
devote to legitimating their position as impartial bearers of community knowledge in
the face of criticisms of partisanship. On the one hand, and in this latter respect, some
of their assessments have been viewed sceptically on the grounds that the industry
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analysts are not independent of those they assess. On the other, they seek to make
their knowledge and processes open to certain kinds of accountability. Thus whilst it
has some features of being a ‘public good’, participants still have a sceptical
orientation to Gartner’s assessments. Interestingly, the latter are contested but
influential in practice.

The New Category of ‘CRM’
What we want to do now is demonstrate how industry analysts turn out to have a
strong influence in producing the actual shape of technologies and their marketplace.
In particular, we focus on Gartner’s role in constituting the new technological field of
Customer Relationship Management.

The Melchester Council Procurement
‘Melchester Council’ (a pseudonym) is procuring a CRM system as part of its ‘egovernment’ agenda. The procurement has been protracted and they have recently
engaged the services of Gartner to help them select a vendor. There are currently four
solutions being considered. It is hoped that the industry analysts will help them in
ascertaining the suitability of each vendor, in particular ‘NewVendor’ (a pseudonym),
which was the vendor that was being pushed by the Council’s joint venture partner
(hereafter ‘JV Partner’). Indeed, NewVendor had done particularly well in its sales
pitch and the various meetings it has had with staff from the Council and as a result it
has attracted many supporters. However, whilst looking like most peoples preference,
and having the support of JV Partner`, there appeared to be some issues to be resolved
about its status. This was that no one from the Council actually knew much about
NewVendor. In fact prior to the procurement no one had heard of them!
This was because the vendor was new to the UK market as well as the local
government sector. Based in Latvia, it had implemented its systems mostly in the
financial and telecommunications sectors. The bulk of its customers were in the US. It
was now looking to extend its market in terms of both geography and industrial
sector. However, this lack of knowledge about the vendor was causing some
uncertainty within the Council. There appeared an easy way to settle any uneasiness.
This was to solicit the opinion of Gartner through asking them to provide a ‘vendor
rating’. This was described within the Procurement Team as kind of ‘checking
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references’ which would include aspects such as financial stability, previous
performance and so on.1

Seeking Gartner’s Help
Being long standing Gartner clients, Melchester had acquired this service in previous
IT procurements. Members of the Procurement Team carried out a conference call
with three UK based Gartner analysts. One of the Melchester IT managers (Ron) kept
detailed notes of the discussion and later circulated these amongst the Team. The
discussion began with the Council explaining the issue:
Gartner were given background information on the mixed technical environment of
our existing systems. The existing Customer Service Centre and Call Centre solutions
were briefly described and the plans and timescales for opening remote CSC’s
[Customer Service Centres], including the need for substantial testing of the CRM
solution in the existing CSC. They were informed about [JV partner’s] proposal to
implement CRM using the [NewVendor] products (IT Manager’s circulated notes).

The IT manager goes onto describe how Gartner were given detailed information
about the nature of the procurement project and nature of the choice:
They were informed of [JV Partner’s] explanation of the differences between the
large vendor solutions such as [BigVendor] & [MediumVendor] and the Integration
Framework products such as [NewVendor]. They were told that there did not appear
to be any existing implementations of this product in this country and there was
concern about the level of risk. They asked some initial questions to get an idea of the
current size and likely expansion of the service (IT Manager’s circulated notes).

After these introductions were over, the analysts responded with their impressions of
the various offerings. For the first two vendors being considered the analysts conclude
that:
[SmallVendor] has done a good job in Birmingham and Belfast. They are very
specifically working in the Local Government marketplace, they know the business
well and [Ed’s] view is that they should be on the list of products to be considered.
[SpecialistVendor] is a US company and is very Microsoft orientated. They are
involved in a number of London Authorities, but [Ed] was not aware of any
involvement outside of London. They also have a presence in Munich and Paris. They
work mainly in the private sector. Their products are good, but there would be some
concern over scalability if we expected the operation to expend to hundreds of users
in the front-office. Their products are more mid-market (IT Manager’s circulated
notes).
1 According to one Gartner document: “Gartner's vendor ratings are used to rate vendors as entities; however, they are also used
to rate different aspects of a vendor, such as its strategy, organization, products, technology, marketing, financials or support.
Vendors with a clear focus, solid products and an advantageous market position may be rated ‘positive’ or ‘strong positive’.
Vendors or product lines that lack these qualities may be rated ‘caution’ or ‘strong negative’. Vendors that have potential, but
which we believe should be very carefully evaluated, are rated ‘promising’” (Understanding Vendor Ratings,
http://www.gartner.com/pages/story.php.id.9328.s.8.jsp downloaded 1st October 2008).
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However, when the turn came to describe NewVendor the Council were surprised to
hear that Gartner could not provide any detail because the analysts had not heard of
them!:
[Ed] has a list of some 500 vendors of CRM, many of which [Ed] meets on a regular
basis to track the development of their products. [NewVendor] is not on the list; he
had not heard of them (IT Manager’s circulated notes).

During the call, and based on the information they have gleaned from the Melchester
staff, the analysts discuss the merits of NewVendor’s solution:
They speculated that the [NewVendor] product was a toolkit rather than a full
solution. In this case their concern would be how much expertise [JV Partner] had
with the product. It was explained that [NewVendor] staff would be likely to be
involved in the installation as well. [Ed] would then be concerned about the ongoing
support once the [NewVendor] specialists leave the site. He felt that [Melchester]
would be the Guinea Pigs for this solution and in our position he would not be
prepared to take the risk.

These particular UK analysts said they would cross check with US based colleagues
and call back. A few days later, one of the Gartner analysts phones to report how
Melchester were also unknown to his US colleagues:
[Ed] has been in touch with his colleague in the USA, but [NewVendor] were
unknown to him as well. Gartner can therefore not provide any research papers into
the company or its products (IT Manager’s circulated notes):

Shortly afterwards the UK analyst writes to the Council summarising the telephone
conversations and drawing the following conclusions:
As a follow-on call we checked with two different CRM analysts in the U.S. both
belong to the call centre team and neither had heard of [NewVendor]. They take
about 400-500 calls from clients per year. One focuses on call centre applications and
the other on call centre infrastructure such as CTI and ACD systems.
The Bottom Line is that while we believe that [JV Partner] is one of the larger CRM
system integrators in the UK with clear specific expertise in the contact centre
market, we do not believe the [NewVendor] proposal is necessarily in the best
interests of [Melchester].

What we see here is that Gartner cast doubt on NewVendor’s standing with the US
based analyst going as far as to suggest that Melchester should reject this vendor.

NewVendor Dispute Gartner’s Classification
The episode however does not finish there but develops an interesting turn when
NewVendor, informed of Gartner’s opinion, attempt to play down its significance by
suggesting that it is because their product is ‘new’ and that Gartner have yet to
establish a ‘category’ for this type of solution:
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Their comment when it was pointed out that they were unknown to Gartner was that
in the two years the company has been in existence it has not spent any time or effort
in making itself known to industry analysts. This is because at present these
companies do not have a category for what they are offering (the integrated
framework approach) (IT Manager’s circulated notes).

In other words, NewVendor see the issue as one of categorisation. Gartner’s
classification of the CRM technology market is not broad enough to include the new
kinds of technology and services they offer. Indeed, during the period of the
fieldwork, the notion of what a Customer Relationship Management technology ‘is’
or should ‘be’ was far from stable. Various actors (Gartner included) were attempting
to draw the boundary around the technology (this included defining its specific shape
and components).
However, as already mentioned, no one actor owns this space. Thus NewVendor’s
response was to attempt to problematise Gartner’s definition through providing a
detailed ‘list’ of just how their offering, which they described as the ‘integrated
framework approach’, differed from Gartner classification. To do this, they sent to the
Council a document listing the various characteristics of their solution. However,
rather than simply accept the list the Council forward it to Gartner asking for
comments. Gartner respond by problematising the various criteria listed. They do this
by annotating below each of NewVendor’s points:
NewVendor: NewVendor is the first vendor to provide an integrated framework
approach…
Gartner: Loud Cloud, Graham Technologies and several others have said the same in
the past…
NewVendor: With other vendors, Melchester would be buying separate products for
CRM, Portal front-end, CTI, workflow and document management, email automation
and rules engines…
Gartner: We disagree that all combinations are very difficult to get them to work
together…
NewVendor: There could be overlap of functionality between components and issues
over data replication and ownership with the multi-vendor solution.
Gartner: Agreed. This would also be true of the NewVendor solution – no vendor
provides a comprehensive solution.
NewVendor: The NewVendor solution is an integrated framework from a single
vendor so is not subject to these problems.
Gartner: We don’t have any data points to be able to agree or disagree whether this
is true but we are sure that there would be subsequent NewVendor upgrades.
NewVendor: It does not impose its own data schemas as do other CRM providers…
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Gartner: This is a valid argument which stands up against vendors like Siebel,
however it is not unique. Youcentric and Chordiant employ the same approach. Onyx
provides a hybrid approach where there is…

The document goes on like this for some time with Gartner concluding as follows:
Overall the biggest concerns we expressed were with experience of [NewVendor] in
the UK, of [Joint Venture partner] in using [NewVendor software] and in
[Melchester] being the Guinea Pig for [NewVendor]. We have not seen any response
in this document that addresses these concerns.

Even though Gartner refutes NewVendor’s attempts to position their system as novel
or more advanced than others, this does not end the discussion. The topic then turns
once again to the narrowness of Gartner’s classification and, in defending their
position, Gartner point out how the problem lies not so much with their categories but
the fact none of their clients has approached them for a briefing on NewVendor:
Gartner gets 80-90% of its information directly from Gartner clients talking about
their experiences and technologies and not from being briefed by technology vendors.
Nonetheless Gartner hosted 150 CRM vendor briefings in Europe last year, of which
30 or so were instigated at Gartner’s request due to client calls. No client has asked us
to ask for a briefing from [NewVendor]. It does not mean that [NewVendor] is a bad
solution – it just surprises us that we have not had a request (email from Gartner).

On this occasion, and whilst clearly signalling the presence of an anomaly, these
particular Gartner analysts insert a note of caution about how this all might be
understood (‘it does not mean that NewVendor is a bad solution’)

How Should Melchester Read This?
During these discussions, the Melchester Team are increasingly confused. They
decide the best way forward is that if no briefing of NewVendor exists then the easiest
thing is to ask Gartner to carry out one a vendor rating on their behalf. This duly
happens and a US based Gartner analyst (Rachel) meets with NewVendor a week or
two later. Afterwards, she discusses her conversations with the IT manager from
Melchester on the telephone. He, like before, summarises the conversation to the rest
of the team in a circulated memo:
Rachel covered [NewVendor’s] reasons for not making themselves known to Gartner
before, i.e. an emerging company whose product doesn’t fit neatly into existing
categories. They see themselves as providers of business process utility
solutions/service providers rather than simply software suppliers. They customise
their products for a particular industry sector and aim to share the cost across the
customer base to reduce costs.
Rachel felt they had a very theoretical way of presenting themselves and had
[therefore] found it difficult to find the appropriate analyst. She advised [Melchester]
not to read too much into the fact that they were not known to Gartner. It was in
[NewVendor’s] interest not to be classified with other CRM vendors as they offer
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broader services. They did not want to be seen as simply a software vendor. They had
perhaps failed to take a more pragmatic approach to this) (IT Manager’s circulated
notes).

Interestingly this Gartner analyst presents a somewhat more sophisticated reading of
the episode – emphasising how NewVendor potentially has a ‘broader’ offering that
does not necessarily fit within their classification. Indeed according to the circulated
notes, the analyst was ‘impressed’ by NewVendor, especially their ‘knowledge of
their marketplace and their understanding of software evolution’ (IT Managers
circulated notes). She concludes by advocating that Melchester should perhaps ‘not
read too much into the fact they were not known to Gartner’ (IT Managers circulated
notes).2
As can be seen above, Gartner’s second discussion is very different from their first in
that they offer not only a more sophisticated but also more cautious set of opinions.
This begs the question as to how all of this is read back at the Council. Interestingly,
however, amongst the Team there is little doubt about what all this means.
NewVendor is considered no longer a viable option and is sifted from the table. At
one particular meeting various members make the following comments:
Gartner said that with [NewVendor] we would be taking a risk.
Who would sign up to a company that no one has heard of?
I view [NewVendor] high cost, high risk. If you are expecting other local authorities
to buy-in, then, there is a risk of credibility because no one has heard of
[NewVendor].

What we witness here is the influence that Gartner appear to enjoy over aspects of the
market analysis process and the mechanism by which vendors are rated. Categories
are an essential part of this assessment process. Without the ability to categorise in
this way potentially every vendor would have to be compared with every other. The
vendors or technologies that do not fit into this world described by Gartner are simply
invisible to analysts. Even when those seemingly outside attempt to fight their way in,
through opposing those categories that are blind to the features of its technology,
these attempts are rejected and the vendor is described as an anomaly with the result
that it is effectively removed from this market-place. As can be clearly seen from
above, these fairly mundane infrastructures matter a great deal.
2 Interestingly Gartner admit that on their Ombudsman’s blog that they are not ‘omniscient’ and that they sometimes are simply
not aware of all vendors in a market. Though, it seems that in practice there are differences in how different analysts might
interpret a vendor’s absence (compare Ed and Rachel’s reading of the situation, for instance).
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Conclusions
Industry analysts play a crucial role in configuring particular development arenas and
in mobilising consensus. It appears that various intermediaries hold the ropes and set
the rules of game – that is defining the boundaries of technology and markets or what
we have termed the ‘technological field’. This article has pointed to the process of
categorisation applied to emerging artefacts and the different understandings that exist
(at least initially) between broadly similar artefacts. What is at stake in these
classifications and reclassifications? The classification of a technology is far from
trivial. It proposes boundaries that link a class of often quite various artefacts whilst
differentiating them from others. These categories do not simply allow industry
analysts to order (and represent) the market/technology but also shape it. Analysts
view and constitute markets through its various classifications.
Clearly, on the one hand, this process has some positive effects for technology
consumers, vendors and so on. The designation of a technology field reduces
uncertainty for adopters and for developers: (1) it allows adopters to develop a generic
case for particular innovation pathways (based upon an analysis of the potential
performativity of that class of technology for certain types of organisational
challenge), and, once this is accepted, paves the way for a comparative analysis of the
relative advantages of particular offerings for their specific organisation; (2) the
designation of a technology draws boundaries around a set of artefacts and their
suppliers, and thereby creates a space in which some ranking may be possible; and (3)
it allows developers to assess their offerings, their promotion, and enhancement in
relation to the features of broadly comparable products and their likely future
development trajectories. In addition, (4) we see a clustering of offerings that may
serve to reinforce expectations about what functionality should be included and where
the technology will go in future.
Importantly, on the other hand, there are also negative effects. Analysts coordinate
and control the classification process, preferring vendors to conform to existing
classifications. We saw how the analysts studied have produced one particular view of
CRM technology and vendors are forced, if not to conform to it, to consider it during
the compilation of their own solutions. They attempt to classify vendors according to
existing classifications (instead of continually creating new ones) which has the result
that they are blind to those that do not neatly fit their categories (Beunza & Garud
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2005). Vendors that do not fit (or cannot conform) appear as anomalies in the
analysts’ view of the world with the result that these organisations are treated as
‘illegitimate’ (Zuckerman 1999).
While the vendor (NewVendor) describe above has grown in size and influence
globally, as far as we know, it has not been able to enter the market described in the
paper (the local government market in the UK). Moreover, the type of solution they
were proposing (the Integrated Framework Approach) has also had little success.
Indeed, they no longer refer to their system in these terms but identify it along more
conventional lines. What this suggests, as Hacking (1999) has noted, is that
classifications do not necessarily stabilise settings but create movement. Some actors
move closer too or conform with and some move further from or rebel against a
classification. In the case described here, the vendor moved towards the notion of
technology espoused by the industry analysts (even if it meant conforming to an
apparently less innovative solution).
Interesting in all of this is how industry analyst classifications appear ‘authoritative’.
Whilst they could be challenged analysts firms have as we have seen ways to deal
with contestations through, for instance, pointing to the provenance of their
assessments (it is not them casting dispersions on the vendor but the fact that none of
their clients have ever asked for information about NewVendor), the upshot being that
it appears that analysts maintain their original classifications. Also, as Beunza &
Garud (2005) identify whilst discussing the case of financial analysts, these kinds of
experts tend to ‘stick to their frame’ because to do otherwise would diminish their
credibility. What we are suggesting is that the classifications of industry analysts
exhibit a strong and ‘enduring’ influence on technological market. Classifications, in
other words, are strongly institutionalised. They advance in a slow and careful manner
because here the analysts are attempting to define the field (and to organise change in
the marketplace). They endure because they are mostly invisible in the way that
Bowker & Star (1999) describe ‘infrastructure’ (as something that becomes visible
only upon breakdown).
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